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WHAT FIRST-GRADE CHILDREN CAN DO I N  SCHOOL 
AS RELATED TO WHAT IS SHOWN 

BY MENTAL TESTS 

VIRGIL E. DICKSON 
Director, Bztreau of Research and Guidance, Oakland, Calqornia 

For the past three years, mental testing has been carried on 
extensively with first-grade children at Oakland. It has been 
discovered that a very high percentage of those who test below 
six years, mentally, fail to do the work which has been set up as 
standard for first-grade pupils. I t  was decided in August, 1918, 
to conduct an experiment by segregating some of our first-grade 
classes, using the results of the mental test as the chief basis 
for grouping. Two schools were selected where there were large 
numbers of first-grade pupils reported by the teachers as serious 
problems for education. We shall refer to these schools as 
School A and School B. Both schools are situated in a manu- 
facturing, water-front district where the social conditions are 
among the least desirable of the city. According to a recent 
survey, 15 percent of all children attending School A are foreign 
born; 65 percent of the fathers and 61 percent of the mothers 
are foreign born, chiefly Austrian, Italian, and Portuguese. Of 
the children attending School B, 15 percent are foreign born; 
while 65 percent of the fathers and 57 percent of the mothers are 
foreign born. Here, the Portuguese element predominates. 

I n  School A, the children of the low-first grade were segregated 
in three groups: 

1. The borderzone group (I. Q.l 85 or below). 
2. A group slightly better, either because of higher mental 

age or higher I. Q., but still below normal. This, we called the 
dull normal group. 

3. The normal group, plus a few who tested superior. 
In  each of these groups a few shifts were made up or down on 

the basis of the school experience of the individual child. Some 

I. Q. refers to the "intelligence quotient" mld is t.he ratio between mental age 
and actual or chronological age. 

Children with I. Q. below 70 [mental age more than 30 percent below actual 
age) are likely to be feeble-minded, those with I. Q. between 75 and 85 ordinarily do 
not class with the feeble-minded, but are decidedly dull. Strictly speaking, perhaps 
few who test as high as 80 should be classed as borderzone cases. 
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of the children had been in school only a short time and others 
had attended one, two, or three terms. The accompanying table 
shows data concerning the 25 children who were placed in the 
lowest group. This, we shall refer to as Group I,  School A. 

This table includes all the pupils in the low-first grade of 
School A who classified in the borderzone group, mentally. 
Eight of these pupils tested below 70 I. Q.; ten, 70 to 79 inclusive; 
and seven, 80 to 87 inclusive. At the time the experiment 
began (August, 1918) three of the children were in the three-year 
mental age group, nine were in the four-year mental age group, 
twelve in the five-year mental age group, and one in the six-year 
mental age group. In chronological age, fourteen are now be- 
tween seven and eight years, eight are between eight and nine 
years, and three between nine and ten years. 

Considering the fathers of these children, eleven were born 
in Yortugal, five in Italy, three in Austria, two in Assyria, one in 
Spain, one in Greece, one in England, and one in the Balkan 
States. Of the mothers, eight were born in Portugal, one in 
Honolulu (Portuguese), five in Italy, three in  Austria, two in 
Assyria, one in Spain, three in the United States (all foreign, by 
nationality), one in Russia, and one in the Balkan States. From 
this, i t  will be observed that our problem involves a foreign ele- 
ment entirely. However all of the children spoke English rather 
freely a t  school prior to the time the segregation was made. 

The social status as indicated by the occupations of the 
fathers is as follows: five were laborers in the ship yards; eight, 
laborers in the railroad shops; three, laborers on ferry boats; 
three, teamsters; five, day laborers; one, vegetable vender. 

A strong primary teacher who was interested in this group of 
children was given the class. She was allowed freedom in method 
and equipment and told to do the best she could to educate these 
children. She has labored faithfully for a whole year, plus 
about three-fourths of the present term, with the result that 
only six of the 25 children can now read in an easy primer, and 
these do not read quite as well as the pupils in the normal class 
of the same school who began work this term. This statement 
regarding reading ability is based on an individual test for speed 
and accuracy in naming words in an easy primer not formerIy 
used by the pupils. The reading of these 25 children was com- 
pared with that of twenty children who tested in the normal 
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GROUP I, SCHOOL A 

Present Age 
(Nov. 1, 1919) 

Child's Number 

I 

No. of Terms in 
School Prior 
to Present 

Intelligence 
Quotient 

- 
2 

8 8-7 means eight years, seven months. 

group and who had attended the iirst grade for only three-fourths 
of a term. The six pupils who have learned to read fairly well 
are numbers 1, 4, 5, 9, 15, and 23. Numbers 1, 4, and 5 have 
spent three terms each in school prior to the beginning of this 
term; numbers 9 and 23 have spent two terms prior to the present, 
and number 15 has spent four terms. 

According to the teacher's judgment, these six children are the 
only ones of this group who now have approximately the capacity 
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for first-grade work. These, she believes, would not long keep 
pace if put in a class with normal first-grade children. They 
are slower than normal children and require much more drill in 
order to fix the work they are learning. 

Space in this article will not permit detailed treatment of the 
data in each of the other groups. Group 11, School A, was 
composed of 29 children who tested better than those in Group I 
or who showed slightly better adaptability for school work. 
They were considered the dull normal group. Sixteen tested in 
the five-year mental age group; three, in the four-year mental 
age group; and ten, in the six-year mental age group. The I. Q. 
range was from 75 to 95. This group was placed in charge of a 
good primary teacher, who was likewise instructed to educate 
these children the best she could, using great freedom in method 
and course of study. Six of this group had previously attended 
the first grade one term, eight, two terms, and two, three terms. 
The children have now completed two and three quarters terms 
of work since this experiment began, and only seven of the group 
have succeeded in learning to read approximately as well as the 
average pupil in the normal class in the high-first grade. The 
others can name words, but cannot do independent reading in 
an unfamiliar but easy first reader. Not one is considered by 
the teacher of this division to be able to do the standard work in 
a regular class of high-first grade children. 

Group I11 of children in School A was composed of those 
who tested normal or above. There were 42 in this class and all 
but five of them passed the work of the regular first grade a t  the 
end of the term. The teacher attributed the failure of four of 
these to irregular attendance and of one to excessive timidity. 

In  School B, thirty of the pupils who tested below six years 
mentally and who classified in the dull normal group or below 
were placed in a special first-grade division. Of these, fourteen 
were repeating the work of the first grade, ten having been in 
school two terms, and four, one term. The teacher of this class 
was instructed to do work. that was as near as possible the standard 
for the first grade. At the end of two terms of work under the 
experiment, two pupils out of the thirty were promoted into 
the high-first-grade regular class. Now, near the end of the 
third term, the teacher reports five more ready for high-first-grade 
work. The rest are not yet ready to be put into such a class. 
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Each of the three groups testing below normal has been 
assigned to a special teacher who has remained with that group 
for one year and a half, and the plan is to have the group with 
the same teacher for a period of two years in order that the 
progress of the experiment may be consistent for that time. 

The superintendent of schools has appointed a committee 
consisting of the supervisor of primary grades, the teachers 
involved in these divisions under experiment, and three other 
primary teachers to follow this experiment carefully and report. 

The committee arrived at the following tentative conclusions 
a t  the end of the first year (June 20, 1919): 

1. That children who test below six years, mentally, and who 
also show by classroom behavior that they are below average in 
mental alertness should be segregated near the beginning of the 
first grade into a special division not to exceed 25 in each group 
and that the regular first-grade work should not be attempted. 

2. A course of study should be made, adapted to their needs. 
3. These children should move up through grade work more 

slowly, probably, than normal children, but not so slowly as that 
they will become discouraged through lack of progress. 

4. The daily program of the teacher should be sufficiently 
flexible to permit the development each day of the problems of 
most vital concern to the class on that day. 

5. The next problem for the committee to attack is the making 
of a course of study suited to the needs of such pupils. 

According to the teachers of the three classes of mentally 
retarded, the first problems in the education of these children 
involve the teaching of cleanliness, hygiene, social adaptability, 
property rights, and the removal of fear of corporal punishment. 
Particularly do they emphasize the fact that these children get 
so many knocks and blows from their associates on the street 
and in the home, that they become victims of an attitude of fear 
and distrust which is very hard to overcome in the classroom. 
The customary thing is for the child to shrink or dodge whenever 
the teacher or any one else approaches. 

An effort has been made to teach as much as possible of reading 
and number work, and to increase the vocabulary through con- 
versation, dramatization, story telling, games, and handwork. 
The children are very slow to comprehend, slow to act, and what 
seems to be learned one day is lost before the next. Memory 
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and retention seem very poor; therefore repetition and drill 
must be used more extensively than with normal children. 

The policy proposed by the committee mentioned above is 
being gradually introduced into the schools of Oakland wherever 
the conditions permit, and the committee has been instructed by 
the superintendent to proceed in the development of a course of 
study for the first and second years of schooling which shall be 
adapted to the needs of children who show by test that they are 
mentally retarded and who also show by brief trial that they are 
unable to attack, successfully, the regular work of the first grade. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 
1. Mental tests of several hundred first-grade children have 

shown that mental age and I. Q. are important factors in revealing 
a child's chances for success in his school work. 

2. Most children who fail in the first grade show mental ages 
below six years and I. Q.'s below normal. 

3. An experiment covering a year and a half leads us to ap- 
prove the plan of segregating pupils in the first grade according 
to mental capacity. 

4. The individual mental test (Stanford Revision) is trust- 
worthy in determining such segregation in almost all cases. 

5. Children who test low are very slow to learn to read. They 
have little initiative. What they appear to learn one day is not 
retained to the next. Much drill and repetition are necessary. 
Their reading is marked by a tendency to name words without 
thought of the meaning. 

6. A special course of study should be given to children who 
show serious mental retardation. They should be led up through 
their school course according to their capacities and needs rather 
than according to formal grade standards. 

7. Segregation of those who are retarded should occur during 
the first term or a t  the end of the first term in school, after the 
child has been "exposed" to the regular work. (Some of our 
committee feel that the segregation should take place immediately 
after the child's entrance to school.) 

8. Several hundred children in Oakland are now segregated 
into special groups according to mental capacity and the plan is 
being rapidly extended. 

9. A committee is now at work arranging a course of study to 
meet the needs of retarded children in their first two school years. 
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